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  FOREWORD 

 

 

The federal role in education is not to serve the system, but to 
serve the children.1   
 

AAs part of the Global Alliance to achieve Education for All, USAID has 
provided international leadership for more than a decade to align the two 
critical targets of universal access to education and improving education 

quality.  During the 1980s, USAID funded the Improving Efficiency of Education 
Systems (IEES) project, pioneering a methodology of sector analysis and sector strategic 
planning that is supported by education management information systems.  In 1990, 
USAID again broke new ground with the Improving Educational Quality (IEQ) Project, 
which launched a systematic effort to address the quality of teaching and learning within 
the context of increased access to learning opportunities.  From the outset, the IEQ 
project focused on: 

� Measuring teacher performance and student learning, and examining their 
relationship  

� Housing IEQ projects within national institutions or agencies 

� Supporting local researchers and educators to design and implement classroom-
anchored research on national priorities 

� Using the findings as the basis for dialogue about how to direct policy toward 
program improvements  

� Integrating a continuous improvement cycle into national education systems   

 
1 President George W. Bush.  No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. January 2001. 



 The relationship between access and quality is complex: Without a quality focus, 
national systems lose the capacity to attract and hold students and enrollments decline as 
dropouts increase.  Improving quality means that progress in meeting or exceeding 
appropriate standards must be measured.  Standards emerge from agreed-upon learning 
objectives in specified knowledge, skills, attitudes and values.  Nations throughout the 
world struggle to establish widely understood and accepted learning standards.  This 
process widens the participation among members of the civil society and increases 
accountability for results.  IEQ has played a critical role in some 20 countries over the 
past decade in developing this awareness and providing technical skills within countries 
to focus on children’s learning, using innovative methods of assessment to gain new 
insights into the classroom process and outcomes.   

 The transformation in global awareness to recognize the critical importance of 
basic education began with Jomtien in 1990 and continues to this day through the 
Education for All (EFA) global initiatives. Within the United States, the No Child Left 
Behind Act of 2001 focuses attention on establishing standards for children’s learning, 
holding schools and school systems responsible for ensuring that all children learn to 
read.  The argument that all children must have the opportunity to learn is won.  The 
current imperative is to ensure that the quality of education enables children to use the 
knowledge and skills they learn as stepping stones for full participation in society.     

 The stories here, as told by national educators and presented in Pathways to 
Quality, describe how countries applied the IEQ cycle of improvement  — how they 
selected and examined a national issue and how such examination revealed specific 
opportunities for improving the quality of education and student learning.   
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Knowledge of the universe would somehow be …  
defective were no practical results to follow.1 

 

 

EEmphasizing practical results, the Improving Educational Quality 
(IEQ) project sponsored by the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID) for more than 10 years has led 

international efforts to conduct classroom-based research activity.  The 
work has been accomplished on behalf of developing countries across 
Africa, Central America, the Caribbean, and Eurasia, by local teams 
working in their countries.  Employing a collaborative, continuous, and 
systematic process, IEQ both informs policy choices and guides the 
design of intervention programs. 

 The case studies summarized in this anthology describe how the 
IEQ process works to help teams design, conduct, and communicate 
research from local settings in ways that support informed decisions about 
educational improvement.  Like the IEQ research projects, this anthology 
seeks to provide stepping stones for integrating the process into 
international education systems, as nongovernmental organizations and 
in-country institutions collaborate to define and measure quality and to 
translate empirical research findings into action. 

 A long-term investment of USAID’s Global Bureau, IEQ has 
come of age in the past decade during two five-year contracts.  The 
decade opened with the World Conference on Education for All in 
Jomtien, Thailand articulating an international consensus that education is 
the single-most vital element in combating poverty, empowering women, 
promoting human rights and democracy, protecting the environment, and 
controlling population growth.2    Prompted by the Jomtien conference, 
basic education has since become a priority for developing nations – and 
school enrollment has dramatically increased.  The total number of pupils 

IEQ both 
informs 
policy 
choices and 
guides the 
design of 
intervention 
programs 

                                                           
1 Cicero, De senectute, 21, tr. William Armstead Falconer, 1959. 

 
2 The State of the World’s Children, 1999, UNICEF. 
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burgeoning needs for learning materials, trained teachers, classroom 
space, feeding programs and other inputs.  Donor collaboration with 
countries intensified in the years after Jomtien and countries strove to 
support improvements in system efficiency, strengthen national and 
regional infrastructures, coordinate more local involvement, and reduce 
the wasted potential caused by high dropout rates and class repetition.  
Multilateral and bilateral relationships guided national educational reform 
efforts toward a range of priorities such as professional development for 
teachers at the pre- and in-service levels, improved end-of-cycle and 
continuous assessments, revised curriculum materials, management 
courses for district and regional educators, increased textbook production, 
and more monitoring and evaluation.   

 Notwithstanding the recent attention, the implementation of 
national policies promoting access has fallen far short of meeting needs 
and expectations for improved teaching and learning.   Figure 1 illustrates 
the clash between the quantity of education – the ideal of universal access 
– and quality, such as measurable improvement in pupil performance and 
teacher knowledge and skills.  The ideal is being overpowered by the 
reality of sheer numbers. 

Figure 1: The Inherent Conflict in Reform 

 

 

  

 

 

 

______________________________ 

*Jane Schubert.  "Improving Educational Quality: Some Unsettled 
Issues, " CIES 2000 Conference San Antonio, TX.  March 8 -11, 2000.  

Quantity  
of  
Enrolled 
Students 

Quality
of

Learning*

The ideal of 
quality is 
being 
overpowered 
by the reality 
of sheer 
numbers 
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Educational 
quality and 

quantity need 
to be aligned; 

there is a 
critical need 

to identify 
policies and 
interventions  

         While the dual pursuits of educational and political agendas certainly 
create tension, nonetheless there is a common goal: successful learning 
and completion of a primary school curriculum, either through a school 
or an alternative learning environment.  Quantity reflects the need to have 
pupils enter and move through the system, while quality addresses what 
pupils know and can do and how they can use their education.  If the two 
forces are to be aligned, however, a systematic, ongoing examination of 
the learning environment is required.  There is a critical need to pinpoint 
opportunities for both policies and interventions.   

 

THE IEQ PROCESS  

 The IEQ process provides a framework for helping education 
systems respond to the demands of universal access while maintaining a 
focus on quality.  The balance is achieved by strengthening the host 
country’s capacity to systematically examine local conditions of teaching 
and learning – and to use the resulting knowledge as a basis for reforming 
national policy and local practice.  IEQ can be viewed both as a process 
and an outcome – a process because it examines what happens in learning 
environments and an outcome because it produces the evidence to 
support change.    

Defining Quality Education 

A commonly asked question is: How does IEQ define quality?  In 
1993, the program developed a working definition of educational quality 
to stimulate dialogue about quality in each country, pointing to the 
essential elements of student progress toward meeting or exceeding locally 
appropriate standards (expressed in measurable outcomes such as 
academic achievement at the basic education level, reflecting minimum 
standards of numeracy, oral expression and literacy); conditions of 
learning environments; and instructional strategies and resources that 
strive to treat all students equally so that learning is not hindered because 
of characteristics such as gender, socioeconomic status, geography or 
ethnicity.5  

                                                           
5 Jane Schubert.  “Defining Educational Quality: An IEQ 

Framework.”  January 1993.  
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  The IEQ approach rests upon the context as a guide to 
articulating quality in a particular country, and therefore local conditions 
and needs become the focus of the country-based research.  One of the 
special characteristics of IEQ is the absence of a project imported to a 
partner country.  The selection of issues to be addressed, the research 
design, instrumentation, data collection, and analysis and reporting plans 
all grow out of dialog among IEQ core staff and host country research 
team members – a collaborative partnership.  This is a new experience for 
all, leading to lively debates about the meaning of quality, studied choices 
based on the potential value and utility of research anchored in the 
schools and classrooms, and appreciation for the recommended 
methodological approaches – and inevitable constraints – associated with 
qualitative and quantitative information.   

 Within this perspective on “defining quality,” each country team 
selects a major national reform as the basis for its investigation.  The team 
then conducts an in-depth examination at the classroom level to 
illuminate how the reform is being implemented and to build a base of 
useful knowledge about the factors that contribute to or impede improved 
teaching and learning.  Once these factors are spelled out, they are 
discussed by stakeholders at every level of the education system as well as 
by others in NGOs, private businesses, and communities, etc. 

 Hiding findings in research reports is self-defeating; the utilization 
of research knowledge in practical ways is a measure of its value.  Thus, 
no aspect of the work of IEQ teams is more important than sharing 
information and discussing the options for its use.  Each team activity 
embraces dialog across hierarchical lines, in which colleagues with similar 
roles and responsibilities are engaged along with stakeholders who are 
outside the education system but nonetheless concerned with national 
development. 

The IEQ 
approach 
rests upon 
the context 
as a guide to 
articulating 
quality in a 
particular 
country 

From the IEQ standpoint, educational quality is not a final 
destination.  Instead, it is a never-ending journey for policymakers who 
must understand what is driving and dampening school and classroom 
performance.  With continuously expanding knowledge gleaned from 
classroom-based research as their guide, policymakers are in a position to 
take responsible actions.   

 7
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� Assessment of teaching and learning necessitates a variety of 
measures to capture diverse perspectives on the school experience 
and outcomes.  Academic achievement may be measured in many 
ways, such as by criterion-referenced exams and curriculum-based 
assessments, but enrichment of the knowledge about the quantitative 
information produced through such measures occurs when one 
systematically observes the teaching and learning in action – e.g., how 
are learning resources being used; are pupils working in small groups; 
is there discussion or interaction between the pupils and/or between 
pupils and the teacher?  Interviews with district, regional and local 
educators reveal the roles and responsibilities of these officials, along 
with the credentials they bring to their profession. 

� Analysis combines both quantitative procedures (developing and 
managing large-scale data bases) and qualitative procedures (methods 
of analyzing open-ended responses or developing classifications from 
observations) so that the meaning of one is enriched with the other.  
For example, if pupils’ reading scores are low, then the observation 
that pupils have very little material to read pinpoints opportunities for 
intervention and correction.  Professional development seminars on 
qualitative methods, data analysis, and presentation of findings occur 
in each participating country.  Under no circumstances do 
international partners arrive in a partner country to DO the work. 
Often, an initial analysis may raise issues that require further 
exploration.  For example, in a situation where there was no assurance 
that a textbook moved from a district administrator to the local 
school and then to a pupil’s home, investigation raised the question, 
What happens to the textbooks? 

Dialog is an 
inclusive 
process, 
taking 
place 
across 
hierarchical 
lines 

� Action based on the findings is one measure of IEQ success.  
Practical use occurs in two key ways: the first is by sharing the 
information so as to permit reflection, dialogue and options based on 
the implications of the findings. Knowledge therefore moves 
throughout the system as the perspectives obtained from the research 
are shared with a variety of people within the system.  The traditional 
methods of disseminating research for users to consume at leisure are  
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A crucial 
feature of 

the IEQ 
process is 

that it 
rejects 

imported or 
force-fit 

solutions 

PRINCIPLES THAT GUIDE THE IEQ PROCESS 

 A crucial feature of the IEQ process is that it rejects imported or 
force-fit solutions.  Instead, it places emphasis on building the local 
capacity to design, conduct and apply research.  The focus of the research 
is the school and classroom.   With local designation of issues – and 
definition of quality – as its hallmarks, the IEQ process represents a 
marked shift from traditional technical assistance to a collaborative 
process enlivened by the relationships between members based in the U.S. 
and national team members and reflecting a variety of perspectives in host 
countries.  It also introduces a new way of examining and thinking about 
national reform efforts, based on the following core principles: 

� The PRIORITIES articulated in the research design – and 

indeed, the classroom-anchored research that emerges – must 

reflect some aspect of a national reform in each country.  This 
context includes how learning takes place, the coverage of assessment, 
and the physical environment of the learning experiences and the level 
and types of support provided by the community.  Examples of IEQ 
classroom-anchored research include:  the implementation process 
and the learning outcomes of a middle-school integrated curriculum 
for out-of-school learners delivered by audio instruction in Honduras; 
an exploration of how the national policy requiring primary school 
teachers in Ghana to use local language as the medium of instruction 
is actually being implemented; and the design and evaluation of a 
professional development program for Teacher Training College 
tutors who are now required to prepare students to teach an 
integrated primary school curriculum in Jamaica. 

 

� PUPILS are intended to be the ultimate beneficiaries – not the 

victims – of legislative frameworks, national reform efforts, 

administrative schemes and a host of pilot projects.  Do these 
efforts have the desired effect of enhancing learning – of promoting 
knowledge, skills and attitudes that are valued by the local community 
and that contribute to civil society AND result in the successful 
completion of primary school?  Who knows – and how is this 
knowledge measured?  The IEQ activities address these issues by 
assessing: instructional practice and teacher content knowledge; a 
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pupil’s academic achievement and learning experience; and the 
physical environment in which learning occurs inside and outside the 
school.  All efforts in the educational enterprise should reach the 
pupil in some form of improved quality of education. 

� Inclusive PARTNERSHIPS engage and maximize the 

capabilities of participating educators and researchers within 

the host country.  The IEQ team typically draws upon a host 
institution’s researchers, many of whom received advanced degrees in 
Europe and/or North America.  The purpose of housing IEQ within 
a national institution is not only to strengthen the technical skills and 
experience of the staff members but to create visibility and 
sustainability for the institutions as country-based resources equipped 
to support national reform efforts through locally-based research.  In 
some instances, IEQ forges new relationships in-country as people 
who are accustomed to working as individual researchers join other 
teams (e.g., university researchers working in teams with other 
institutions; non-researchers such as local teachers involved in the 
data collection and dialog of findings; researchers actively engaged in 
forging mechanisms for sharing findings with potential users).  Being 
a partner ideally means that each team member recognizes and values 
reciprocity throughout the team.  Indeed, every team member brings 
technical and/or cultural knowledge to the discussions around the 
design and implementation of the IEQ activity.  Examples of partner 
institutions include, for Guatemala, the Ministry of Bilingual 
Education (DIGEBI); for Ghana, the University of Cape Coast, the 
College of Education at Winneba and the University of Ghana 
Institute of African Studies at Legon; and for Malawi, the Malawi 
Institute of Education & Save the Children/US – Malawi Field Office 
in Mangochi.    

The core 
value of IEQ 
is that 
activities are 
carried out 
locally by 
country 
nationals, 
with 
international 
consultants 
providing 
support 

 The core value of IEQ is that activities are carried out locally by 
country nationals, with international consultants providing support in 
such ways as conveying new methods (particularly qualitative); 
participating in workshops on analyses; and helping to present findings in 
actionable, user-friendly forms.   Because IEQ works in a cycle rather 
than along a linear path, actions based on the findings are reevaluated in 
each new cycle.  Research findings are integrated into country-based 
activities as local educators and researchers apply new findings to 
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 One of the most important aspects at the start of the project was 
positioning the project in such a way that it would be recognized easily by the 
local education community, such that the objectives of the project could readily 
be identified.  Due to this, the project was named “Medición de Indicadores y 
Resultados,” giving it the acronym MEDIR – which means “to measure” in 
Spanish. 

The project 
name, the 
acronym 
MEDIR, 
means 
“to measure”
in Spanish 

 The focus of the MEDIR project has been to link all project actions to 
the central idea of strengthening local capacity for carrying out applied research 
and research in education.  Reaching this goal has required an implementation 
strategy based on three fundamental ideas.  First the project identifies and draws 
upon local experience in such a way that this experience is strengthened, 
therefore encouraging and facilitating the participants to take ownership of the 
work from the start.  Second, the project has focused on establishing working 
relationships with a variety of members of the Guatemalan education 
community, ranging from people working at the community level to people 
working at the national level – including the Ministry of education, members of 
the civil society, and Mayan organizations.  Third, the project focuses on 
strengthening local capacity to design, develop, and conduct applied research 
and evaluation activities in education.   

THE LOCAL EXPERIENCE 

 Despite the fact that in Guatemala the development of applied 
education evaluation and research are in the initiating phases in terms of 
methodologies and utilization of findings, valuable experience exists in the area 
– both in the government as well as non-government sectors.  DIGEBI research 
and evaluations have been conducted for almost 15 years.  DIGEBI has a group 
of evaluators in each of the departments (as the Guatemalan states are known) 
in which the organization works.  While this group of investigators has had 
many limitations to expand the reach of their work (e.g. lack of education 
statistics that take into consideration ethnicity and language ability, and limited 
resources resulting in sporadic visits to the schools involved with EBI), they 
have accumulated valuable experience.  Likewise, the non-governmental sector 
have been involved in research and some evaluation activities.  Some of this 
work has been carried out with single departments, but others have covered the 
entire Meso-American region.  These activities have resulted in the creation of a 
small but invaluable body of knowledge and local experiences. 

 45



THE COOPERATIVE RELATIONSHIPS 

 From the beginning of the IEQ project all activities have been designed 
and implemented together with local program personnel.  These local actors 
include DIGEBI – at both the national and departmental levels – as well as the 
department education Directorate and local civil society organizations, including 
Mayan NGOs.  This strategy has made the work an integral part of the different 
organizations while building capacity through joint problem solving and thereby 
contributing to the likelihood that monitoring and evaluation efforts will 
continue within the organizations after IEQ is completed.   

All activities 
have been 

designed and 
implemented 
together with 

local program 
personnel, 

building 
capacity 

through joint 
problem 

solving 

STRENGTHENING LOCAL CAPACITY 

 The local capacity building initiative has been developed both directly 
and indirectly.  It has been done through workshops, thematic trainings, support 
of evaluation and monitoring efforts of the organization as well as different 
methods of dissemination of the results of different studies and analysis.  The 
participants in these types of activities include a wide variety of local individuals 
from field investigators to decision makers at the highest level of the MOE. 

 Three key events show the results of the strategy.  The project has been 
able to develop and sustain a long-term relationship with DIGEBI; it has 
facilitated the formation of a national Network of Maya Researchers; and it has 
successfully collaborated with the NGO, Refugee Children of the World (Niños 
Refugiados del Mundo [NRM].)  It is hoped, from the point of view of the 
project, that these activities continue for at least another year.  But in all of the 
cases, it is anticipated that local counterparts will continue the activities once the 
project is finished.   

 In the first case, the partner is the office in the Ministry of Education, 
which is in charge of regulating, evaluating, and administering bilingual 
education services to a population whose mother tongue can be any of the 22 
indigenous languages of Guatemala.  In the second case, forming a network of 
Mayan Researchers, the colleagues are Mayan-speaking professionals with 
experience, responsibilities, and interest in applied research and evaluation in 
education.  In the third case, the counterpart is an international organization that 
has developed experience in early childhood education and now supports local 
technicians and parents’ groups in 18 communities in one of the zones most 
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4. Every validated experience should go towards increased 
accomplishment.    

Accomplishments 

 As a result of the efforts carried out jointly by IEQ/Guatemala and 
DIGEBI, the following have been accomplished: 

� Building capacity of the evaluators of the Monitoring System of Bilingual 
and Bicultural Education. The project 

built capacity 
among the 
evaluators of 
the monitoring 
system for 
bilingual and 
bicultural 
education 

� Coordination of the evaluation of monitoring activities concerning bilingual 
education quality in El Quiché in 1999 and 2000. 

� Revision and implementation of the test of knowledge in Mayan language 
for first grade. 

� Design of indicators for bilingual and bi-cultural education. 

� Coordination of workshops and conferences for Bilingual Education. 

� For the year 2000:  the establishment of the Evaluation and Monitoring of 
Quality in Bilingual and Bicultural Education system. 

� Elaboration and piloting of a battery of instruments for monitoring 
education quality at the classroom level. 

� Formation and strengthening of thematic workshops during the past two 
years for evaluators and researchers examining the system for monitoring 
and evaluating DIGEBI.  The workshops covered various topics, including 
a) quality of education and indicators for education quality;  b) monitoring 
educational quality;  c) monitoring as a tool for improving educational 
quality; and  d) elaboration and testing of evaluation instruments. 

� Presentation of the research to study circles of quality teachers at the Central 
American Education Reform Conference in San Salvador, January 1998. 

FORMATION OF THE GROUP OF MAYA INVESTIGATORS, AIMAGUA 

 The absence of an organization made up of ethnic groups to perform 
studies relating to different elements of their culture from their own perspective 
led the IEQ/Guatemala project to form systems of investigators for the Mayan 
culture as well as other indigenous groups of the Meso-American area. 

 This need was made apparent when the Foundation Rigoberta Menchú 
Tum did a study, “A Diagnostic of the Education Reality of the Indigenous 
Towns and Other Original People of Meso-America” (DIREPI).  This study was 
done in 1996 and 1997, financed by the Netherlands, with technical consulting 
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BUILDING PARTNERSHIPS FOR EFFECTIVE ACTION   

Teresa works in the pastry shop of a major Hotel in San Pedro Sula. She 
enrolled in 7th grade in the Educatodos program.  Tourists have always liked to 
talk to her, asking about Honduras and sites to visit, but she used to be shy 
because she could not speak English.  Teresa says that now, with the 
Educatodos program, she is not only learning more about Honduran culture, 
history and points of interest, but she is also learning English.  Now, when 
tourists come to the hotel she is proud to be able to speak with them in English. 
The head of Human Resources at the hotel is also pleased. She has noted an 
increase in self-esteem and quality of service in those employees who are part of 
the Educatodos 7th grade program.  She is looking forward to starting a new 7th 
grade group next year. 

Organizations function and survive if they avoid working in isolation.  
They are more effective when they link with other organizations.  Educatodos is 
a good example of an organization forming effective partnerships with other 
organizations.  As an alternative educational program, which does not count 
with physical infrastructure for its learning centers nor a large cadre of teachers, 
Educatodos must enter into alliances at all levels in order to deliver its program 
in the field.  Fortunately, this has been part of the Educatodos strategy from the 
onset, as co-financing and co-ownership of the centers at field level is essential 
to the Educatodos sustainability strategy. Building on this experience, IEQ II 
has assisted Educatodos to further strengthen and expand its network of 
national alliances with private business, NGOs, local government and other 
educational organizations such as vocational centers.      

At the local level, building partnerships is essential.  Without the benefit 
of a school structure, sustainability is best achieved if a strong alliance is 
achieved with a leader or organization already working in the community. 
Educatodos has been successful in linking with local leaders, community 
organizations, women organizations, NGO’s, religious organizations, as well as 
private business.  

In Honduras, 
the demand 

for quality 
education is 

expressed by 
civil society 

organizations 
and private 

business 
councils 

The interest of private business in establishing partnerships with 
Educatodos is particularly outstanding. In Honduras, the demand for quality 
education is expressed by civil society organizations and private business 
councils.  Private businesses face the challenge presented by a population with 
limited education and are therefore interested in improving the education of 
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EDUCATIONAL CHALLENGES  

 Malawi’s government is striving to enhance the capacity of the education 
system to provide instruction with acceptable quality – a fundamental issue for 
the country.  The introduction of Free Primary Education has resulted in a dire 
shortage of physical and human resources – especially trained and capable 
teachers.  In recent years, this shortage has been exacerbated by the tragic spread 
of the AIDS pandemic.  Consequently, a rapid decline in attainment of learning 
outcomes has occurred, and the quality and efficiency of Malawi’s primary 
education system have deteriorated to a critical low point. 

The donor 
community 

has been 
actively 

supporting the 
education 

sector in 
Malawi, 

especially 
since 1994 

 The donor community has been actively supporting the education sector 
in Malawi, especially since 1994.  Some sources of support have come from 
UNICEF, DANIDA, World Bank, ADB, European Union, JICA, CIDA, GTZ 
and the United States Agency for International Development (USAID).  
USAID, for instance, supports several programs such as the Girls’ Attainment in 
Basic Literacy and Education (GABLE), which seeks to increase enrollment and 
persistence of girls in primary school through social mobilization; the 
aforementioned Policy Investment Framework (PIF), a sector-wide approach to 
improving access, quality and efficiency in the education system; the Quality 
Education through Supporting Teaching (QUEST) program, which centers on 
teacher training and community empowerment; and Improving Educational 
Quality (IEQ), which aims to improve education quality through action research 
at the classroom level. 

EDUCATIONAL QUALITY 

 Educational quality in Malawi is a product of the conditions of teaching 
and learning prevalent in schools: school/classroom environments, instructional 
strategies, and instructional resources that strive to treat all pupils equally.  Pupil 
achievement in numeracy and literacy is a key indicator of educational quality. 

IEQ/MALAWI ENTRY POINT 

 As mentioned earlier, the advent of Free Primary Education created a 
severe strain in the education sector of this country, as the dramatic increase in 
student enrollment over stretched the capabilities and resources of the system.  
As a solution to this problem, the Malawi Government in collaboration with 
other stakeholders and the donor community, decided to embark on the 
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practices.  In addition, teachers are using the knowledge from this study to 
improve strategies for equipping children with numeracy and literacy skills.   

APPLYING THE CYCLE OF IMPROVEMENT 

 As a process, the Improving Educational Quality approach seeks to 
generate knowledge about the reality of teaching and learning by assessing pupil 
performance and observing instructional practice; facilitate local, national and 
international mechanisms for disseminating information to users of the findings; 
and foster collaboration with local institutions so as to strengthen the in-country 
capacity to implement the host country educational priorities at the local level. 

 As detailed in the Prologue, IEQ projects are distinguished by a “cycle 
of improvement,” which features three stages: Assessing the Situation; 
Analyzing the Results of the assessment; and Acting on the Findings in 
practical ways that address the issues illuminated by the research.  Here is how 
those stages unfolded in the IEQ/Malawi activity. 

 ASSESSING THE SITUATION 

 The project designed a systematic school and classroom based research 
to examine the local factors influencing success in teaching and learning.  
Bearing in mind that most studies about national reform are short-term and do 
not systematically collect qualitative and quantitative data on teachers and pupils, 
the IEQ/Malawi research team designed a longitudinal study to be conducted 
over a three-year period.  The study followed the IEQ process of assessing 
instructional practices, student performance, and the classroom environment in 
light of national priorities.   

The team 
designed a 

study involving 
2,000 pupils, 70 
headteachers, 

188 teachers, 
and the 

community 

 This study involved 2,000 pupils, 70 headteachers, 188 teachers and the 
community around each school in Mangochi, Balaka, Blantyre, and Salima 
districts.  The study aimed to investigate factors that affect the quality of learning 
in primary schools.  The research study focused on: 

� Pupil performance in Mathematics, English and Chichewa; 

� Teacher preparation and delivery of lessons; 

� Teacher efficacy; 

� Headteachers’ school management style; 

� Community participation in the school management and development; and 
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ANALYZING THE RESULTS 

 The learning environment, always a critical factor in assessing academic 
achievement, can be especially daunting in Malawi.  In addition to teacher 
shortages, it is not uncommon to see pupils sitting on a mud floor in a room 
with insufficient light and an old chalkboard.  As a result of these harsh learning 
conditions, pupils' achievements in literacy and numeracy are minimal.  

The team 
focused on 

teacher 
mobility 

within an 
academic 

year  

 As the IEQ/Malawi longitudinal research progressed, the project team 
focused on several critical areas with powerful implications for education quality:  
teacher mobility within an academic year, and the incidences of pupils dropping 
out of school, repeating grades, or being accelerated through school. 

Teacher mobility 

 In October 1999, as the school year drew to a close, approximately half 
of the 183 teachers who participated in the Longitudinal Study in February in 
Balaka and Mangochi districts were no longer in the classrooms to which they 
had been assigned in February.   IEQ researchers from the Malawi Institute of 
Education (MIE) and Save the Children/US Malawi Field Office examined this 
phenomenon as part of the long-term IEQ study of pupils, teachers, schools, 
and communities in Malawi.  Figure 1 sheds some light on the migration issue:   

Figure 1:     Where Did All the Teachers Go?

52%

19%

12%

5%

4%
3% 3% 2% Changed Classes, 52%

Posted Away, 19%

Went on Training, 12%

Were Sick, 5%

Absent for Survey, 4%
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Died, 3%

Miscellaneous, 2%
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knowledge and skills to allow them to function as competent and productive 
citizens in a free society (PIF 2000). 

Pupil acceleration 

 The longitudinal study also reveals that despite all problems resulting 
from Free Primary Education, there are some gifted pupils who do better than 
others.  During the study it was found that 1.2% of gifted pupils were promoted 
more than one grade level. 

ACTING ON THE FINDINGS 

 As research findings emerge, it is crucial that this knowledge be 
translated into information that educators and policy leaders can use.  This 
practical use of knowledge can occur through a process of sharing the 
information in ways that permit reflection and dialogue or through applying the 
new knowledge to improve a practice or reevaluate and issue a new policy.   

 The IEQ/Malawi project generated numerous findings from its 
longitudinal study in Mangochi, Balaka, Blantyre and Salima districts.  These 
findings have been disseminated at national, district and zonal levels. 

 The project has been able to convey research findings through seminars 
and workshops organized at national, district and zonal levels.  For instance, in 
February 2000, the IEQ/Malawi Project organized a national seminar on Quality 
Education through Research, Information and Action.  Participants in this 
seminar included Ministry of Education officials, Divisional and District 
Education Officers, University of Malawi lecturers, Malawi National 
Examinations Board officials, Curriculum Developers from the Malawi Institute 
of Education, teacher trainers, practicing teachers and school heads, researchers 
from the Centre for Educational Research and Training (CERT), and 
representatives of Malawi religious organizations, non-governmental 
organizations, and various international institutions.   

The project 
has been 
able to 
convey 
research 
findings 
through 
seminars and 
workshops at 
national, 
district and 
zonal levels 

 Dissemination of research findings at district and zonal levels occurred 
through seminars organized by the Save the Children Federation (US).  The 
participants in the district seminar included all Primary Education Advisors in 
Mangochi district, 16 selected headteachers, the Assistant District Education 
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AAcckknnoowwlleeddggmmeennttss 

   

Since 1991, when the Improving Educational Quality (IEQ) Project 
became a reality, the colleagues in national institutions, USAID 
Bureaus and Missions, IEQ consortium members, and international 

technical consultants who have directly participated in the design, 
implementation and outreach activities in the 20 countries number in the 
hundreds. Others, such as local educators, parents, community members, 
NGOs, stakeholders, other donor partners, and of course, the young 
people, whose lives have been touched as a consequence of IEQ, number 
much higher.  Any attempt to name individuals will almost certainly and 
unintentionally, result in an omission.  We have undertaken this journey 
together. One of the most enduring and gratifying experiences of this 
journey is what we have learned from one another.  Everyone brought 
some knowledge, some skill, or some experience that strengthened the 
wisdom and capability of another.   

S

 Host Country Colleagues.  Thanks to the Coordinators and 
Team Members who offered their technical skills, knowledge of their 
national needs and cultural concerns, long, long hours of commitment to 
their work, and warm hospitality to our frequent visits.  They are the 
change agents who will continue to apply the cycle of improvement after 
the contract draws to a close.   

 Learners and Parents and Community.  Thanks to the learners 
in classrooms and alternative educational venues who show up – ready to 
learn; the parents who have responded to the national calls to send 
children to school; and the private enterprise, NGOs and others in civil 
society who have come forward to recognize a national need for them to 
support education in their countries.        

 USAID Bureaus & Missions.  Thanks to all the Technical and 
Contract Officers who have guided and supported the work of IEQ by 
attending & participating in IEQ events, being available for technical and 
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administrative consultation, and facilitating the necessary paperwork 
within the Agency.  

 International Consultants.  Thanks to the special skills and 
knowledge brought by the international consultants to the portfolio of 
IEQ activities – those who have brought particular skills for short 
consultations, but especially those who have sustaining relationships with 
our colleagues in-country for many years. 

 Consortium Members.  Thanks to the institutions and 
individuals who have contributed to the success of IEQ, through their 
commitment to the idea of focusing on the learning environment as the 
stimulus for improvement, their participation in semi-annual team 
meetings, biweekly conference calls, support to the local teams and their 
efforts in summarizing the IEQ results in ways that can be widely diffused 
for others.   

 Special thanks to Kent Ashworth, our newest IEQ colleague, for 
his commitment, persistence, and patience in supporting all the authors to 
produce this volume. 

 The IEQ Family Tree appears on the inside of the back cover of 
this volume.  A Directory of IEQ Participants lists all the individuals who 
have contributed to IEQ since 1991.  The Catalogue of IEQ Products and 
Publications lists materials and documents produced under IEQ.   The 
IEQ website (www.IEQ.org) showcases the wide net of the activity. 

 Our hearts have been gladdened by our time together: our minds 
have been challenged by our conversations – when we agree and when we 
disagree; our lives have been enriched through our work and our play – 
our laughter and our tears.   

 
 
 
Jane G. Schubert 
Director   
Improving Educational Quality (IEQII) Project  
  




